Beginning with the 1996 federal welfare reform bill, which included promoting marriage as a goal, and continuing with President G.W. Bush's declaration that, "my administration will give unprecedented support to strengthening marriages," using government policies to actively promote marriage as a way to reduce poverty and improve the wellbeing of children and families has gained currency (Ooms 2002) . Among the most logical targets for marriage promotion activities are cohabiting couples, especially those with children. Unlike unattached single parents, cohabitors already demonstrate a certain level of commitment to one another, and they and their children may benefit from the material and psychosocial advantages that married couple families accrue.
Previous research demonstrates that children living with cohabitors fare worse than children living with married parents, and in some cases no better than children living with single parents, on a host of outcome measures Nelson 2002, 2003; Nelson, Clark, and Acs 2001; Manning and Brown 2003; Manning and Lichter 1996) . Specifically, compared with children living with their married biological or adoptive parents, children living with cohabitors are more likely to experience material hardships such as poverty, food insecurity, and housing insecurity; more likely to exhibit behavioral problems or problems in school; and less likely to have positive interactions with their parents (such as being read to frequently).
No one would suggest that the differences in well-being between married and cohabiting families will simply vanish if cohabiting couples were to marry. Clearly some differences in well-being reflect differences in the characteristics (such as age or education) of those who choose to cohabit rather than marry. But advocates of marriage promotion argue that marriage has intrinsic benefits that would accrue to couples that marry. This brief assesses the potential size of these intrinsic benefits. To do this, we examine how much of the difference in well-being between children in cohabiting and married couple families can be explained by differences in the characteristics of these families. Any remaining differences may be the result of the intrinsic benefits of marriage. As such, we establish an upper bound of sorts for the potential benefits of promoting marriage among cohabiting families.
We find that differences in characteristics explain 50 to 80 percent of the differences in child well-being between cohabiting and married families. Thus, if programs could successfully promote marriage among cohabiting couples with children, we would expect modest but non-negligible improvements in child well-being.
Why Does Marriage Matter?
In the short run, getting married won't change the characteristics of cohabiting couples, and there are several well- documented differences between cohabiting and married couples with children. Only about half of children in cohabiting families live with both their biological or adoptive parents; the other half live with one parent and that parent's current partner who is unrelated to the child. In contrast, about eight of nine children in married families live with their two parents and only one of nine live in stepparent families (Acs and Nelson 2003) . Research shows that even in married families, children fare worse in stepparent families (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994) . The disproportionate share of children in cohabiting families living with one adult who is not a biological parent likely lowers their average outcomes.
New Federalism
There are other important differences as well. Manning and Brown (2003) show that compared with children in married couple families, those living in cohabiting families are more likely to be nonwhite and have less educated parents. Further, Fields and Casper (2001) find that couples in which women are more educated and earn appreciably more than their male partners are more common among unmarried couples than married ones. Unmarried couples are also more likely to be interracial than their married counterparts are.
Beyond any observable differences, well-being may be higher in married couple families than in cohabiting families because there are intrinsic benefits to marriage. Waite and Gallagher (2000) note that married couples enjoy an advantage in emotional health over cohabiting couples. Not only may this emotional health contribute to better parent-child interactions in married couple families, but it may also allow married men and women to be more productive at work, increasing their material well-being. Lerman (2002) suggests that marriages are more stable than cohabiting unions, making it easier for married couples to make long-term investments in their skills and assets. Further, extended family networks may be more inclined to offer material and in-kind assistance to married couples than cohabitors. Capturing these potential intrinsic benefits to marriage is the goal of marriage promotion.
Data and Definitions
The 2002 round of the National Survey of America's Families (NSAF) is an ideal data source for this analysis.
1 In addition to providing considerable detail on children's living arrangements, the NSAF contains a rich set of child and adult well-being measures. We focus on four different living arrangements for children: (1) children living with two biological or two adoptive parents who are married (married parent families); (2) children living with a biological parent who is married to either a stepparent or an adoptive parent (married stepparent families); (3) children living with two biological or two adoptive parents who are not married to each other (cohabiting parent families); and (4) children living with a biological or adoptive parent and that parent's boy/girlfriend, who is not a parent of the child (cohabiting stepparent families). Because research indicates that married stepparent families are very different from married parent families, we compare cohabiting parent families with married parent families and cohabiting stepparent families with married stepparent families. Indeed, these comparisons are logical because if cohabiting parents were to marry they would form a married parent family, while cohabiting stepparents would form a married stepparent family.
How Do Cohabiting and Married Families Differ?
Comparing Cohabiting and Married Parents. The characteristics of cohabiting and married parent families differ markedly (table 1). Cohabiting fathers are less likely to work than married fathers (82.2 percent versus 92.8 percent), and they are less likely to have worked full-time in the previous year (69.9 percent versus 85.7 percent). They are also far more likely to be high school dropouts (34.7 percent versus 12.0 percent) and to be under age 25 (16.8 percent versus 2.1 percent). Mothers in cohabiting parent families also differ significantly from their counterparts in married parent families. Cohabiting mothers are considerably more likely to be high school dropouts than married mothers (34.9 percent versus 10.5 percent) and more likely to be under age 25 (24.7 percent versus 4.0 percent). Although cohabiting mothers are less likely to be currently employed than married mothers (53.3 percent versus 60.1 percent), the two groups are equally likely to have worked and to have worked full-time during the prior year.
There are also notable differences in race and ethnicity. Table 1 shows that only Table 1 shows that "fathers" in cohabiting stepparent families are less likely to work, have lower levels of education, and are younger than their counterparts in married stepfamilies. "Mothers" in cohabiting stepparent families are just as likely to work as those in married stepfamilies, but they are on average less educated and younger. There is little difference in the shares of children living with stepparents of different racial/ethnic backgrounds (15.0 percent versus 16.2 percent). Children with married stepparents are slightly more likely to have white, non-Hispanic parents than those living with cohabiting stepparents (63.7 percent versus 54.4 percent). This difference is appreciably smaller than the one we find for children living with their biological or adoptive parents.
Assessing the Effects on Children's Well-Being
Differences in the characteristics of married and cohabiting couples likely account for some of the differences in the well-being of children in these types of families. The well-being measures considered here include the share of children who live in poor families, the share who live in lowincome families (those with incomes below 200 percent of the federal poverty level, or FPL), the share who live in families that experienced food insecurity, the share who live in families in which the responding parent is highly aggravated, and the share who live in families in which the responding parent is in poor mental health.
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To assess how much of the differences in well-being can be attributed to differences in characteristics, we completed a series of simulations showing how children in cohabiting families would fare if their parents were to marry. The simulations are based on a series of regressions that capture the relationships between parents' characteristics and the well-being outcomes of children in married couple families.
3 The regressions include measures of mother's and father's work effort, education, race/ethnicity, the number of children, the presence of young children, and whether the couple has been together for more than a year. The simulations then use the estimates from these regressions to predict outcomes for children in cohabiting couple families if the characteristics of cohabiting couple families do not change upon marriage. Separate simulations are run for married parent and married stepparent families for each outcome. The results are then combined so we can discuss the average potential benefits of marriage for all children in cohabiting families.
If the only differences between children living with married and cohabiting couples are captured by the measured characteristics, then the simulated outcomes will equal the actual outcomes for children in cohabiting families. However, if there are unobserved or unmeasured differences between the two groups, the simulated outcomes will differ from the actual outcomes. The difference between the actual and simulated outcomes for cohabitors is the result of both any intrinsic benefits of marriage cohabiting couples would gain if they were to marry and any unobserved differences between the groups not adequately captured in the regression model. Thus, this comparison defines an upper bound on the potential benefits of marriage promotion. Table 2 shows that if all cohabitors were to marry, then the poverty rate for children in these families would fall from 19.5 to 16.1 percent. This is still well above the 7.7 percent poverty rate for children with married parents. Similarly, if all cohabitors were to marry, the share of children in low-income cohabiting families would fall from 50.8 to 43.4 percent but remain considerably above the 25.7 percent level for children with married parents.
The share of children in cohabiting families experiencing food-related hardships would decline from 46.3 to 39.4 percent if their parents were to marry; again, this is well above the 21.3 percent food insecurity rate experienced by children living with married parents. If cohabiting couples were to marry, the probability that their children would have a highly aggravated parent would fall from 11.3 to 10.6 percent and the probability of having a parent in poor mental health would fall from 24.9 to 19.2 percent. These are higher than the 7.9 percent of children with married parents who have a highly aggravated parent and the 12.0 percent who have a parent in poor mental health. Figure 1 illustrates the extent that differences in characteristics account for differences in well-being. Over 70 percent of the differences in poverty, low-income status, food insecurity, and parental aggravation as well as over 50 percent of the difference in poor parental mental health between children with cohabiting and married parents can be explained by differences in the characteristics of couples that choose to marry. The remaining differences can be attributed to unmeasured differences and the intrinsic benefits of marriage.
Recall that these simulations assume that there are no changes in cohabitors' characteristics after marriage. Some would argue that cohabiting fathers may increase their work effort after marriage and that this would be a benefit of marriage. In another simulation, we increase the average work of cohabiting fathers to the level observed among married fathers and find that the simulated poverty rate would fall from 16.1 to 14.1 percent, the low-income rate from 43.4 to 41.0 percent, and the food insecurity rate from 39.4 to 37.6 percent. Even after marriage and increases in male work effort, children living with cohabiting couples would still be more than twice as likely to experience poverty, low-income status, and food hardships than children living with married couples today.
Discussion
Study after study consistently documents that, on average, children living with their married biological or adoptive parents fare better on a host of indicators than children in any other living arrangement. As such, the idea of promoting marriage to improve child well-being has currency. Cohabiting couples with children are likely targets for marriage promotion activities because they are already in a relationship. However, it is unrealistic to expect that cohabiting couples will achieve the outcomes observed for currently married couples simply by getting married.
The lion's share of the differences in poverty, low-income status, food insecurity, and high parent aggravation between children living with married and cohabiting couples can be attributed to measurable differences in the characteristics of cohabiting and married couple families. These differences in characteristics also account for more than half of the difference between the two groups in poor parental mental health. By and large, differences will persist, at least in the short run, even if cohabitors marry. As such, the benefits of marriage promotion are clearly limited. Nevertheless, even after differences in characteristics are taken into account, programs that can successfully encourage marriage among cohabiting couples with children could improve child and adult well-being. The regression-based simulations rely on several strong assumptions about the relative importance of unmeasured differences between cohabiting and married families and the relative stability of the characteristics of cohabitors in the wake of marriage. Overall, these simulations likely overstate the potential benefits of marriage promotion, but they do provide a more reasonable upper bound for these effects than the outcomes for those currently living in married families.
With these upper-bound estimates, we can move beyond the reasonable theoretical arguments for marriage promotion and begin a more informed inquiry into whether marriage rates can be increased effectively, whether the potential benefits of marriage promotion exceed the costs, and how effectively funds devoted to marriage promotion address child wellbeing, compared with funding other activities such as investments in child development or programs to reduce nonmarital childbearing. 2. Questions about child well-being are directed to the Most Knowledgeable Adult (MKA) about the children in the family. We restrict our analysis to families in which the MKA is the child's parent, which is usually the case. Questions about parental aggravation and mental health are asked of the MKAusually the mother. Our unit of analysis is always the child. Unlike the official poverty rate, the poverty and low-income rates for children presented here take the income and needs of all family members into account, including all persons related by blood, marriage, adoption, or through a cohabiting relationship. Low-income is defined as family income below 200 percent of FPL adjusted for family size and poverty is defined as family income below 100 percent of FPL. Note also that low-income and poverty status is based on income from the previous calendar year.
Food insecurity is defined as whether the respondent or anyone in the family experienced at least one of three food-related concerns in the past 12 months. For a complete description of this indicator, see Zedlewski and Brauner (1999) .
An index of parent aggravation was created by summing the responses to four items asked of the MKA: how often in the past month the MKA felt the child was much harder to care for than most, felt the child did things that really bothered the respondent a lot, felt he or she was giving up more of his or her life to meet the child's needs than he or she ever expected, and felt angry with the child. For a complete description of this indicator, see Ehrle and Moore (1999) .
The respondent mental health scale is derived by summing the responses to five items that ask how often in the past month the MKA had been a very nervous person, felt calm or peaceful, felt downhearted and blue, had been a happy person, and felt so down in the dumps that nothing could cheer him or her up. For a complete description of this indicator, see Ehrle and Moore (1999) .
3. A complete discussion of the simulation strategy as well as full regression results appear in Acs and Nelson (2004) . Note that the overall explanatory power of the regressions on parental aggravation is small, with R
